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Colombia's presidential elections took place on Sunday, May 27. Of 12 candidates, only four were
considered serious contenders: Cesar Gaviria of the governing Liberal Party; Alvaro Gomez,
National Salvation Movement (MSN); Rodrigo Lloreda, Social Conservative Party; and, Antonio
Navarro Wolff, M-19 Democratic Action. The four parties are the only ones among the 12 with seats
in national legislature. The MSN was recently formed after a split within the Conservative party.
Navarro's party was founded after the M-19 guerrilla organization disbanded in March.
A former economy and interior minister under President Virgilio Barco, Gaviria took over as Liberal
party candidate from Luis Carlos Galan, who was killed Aug. 18, 1989, by gunmen hired by drug
traffickers. Of the three presidential candidates assassinated since August 1989, two were leftist
contenders. Bernardo Jaramillo, candidate of the Patriotic Union (UP), was shot to death in March
at the Bogota airport. The UP subsequently decided to withdraw from the presidential race. Carlos
Pizarro Leon-Gomez, candidate for the M-19 Democratic Action, was killed aboard an airliner last
month.
In the March 11 legislative and municipal elections, M-19 won a seat in the House of
Representatives, and almost as many votes as the UP. The UP has not yet managed to obtain more
than 400,000 votes in a national election. During the past five decades, leftist parties together have
not obtained even 5% of the ballots at a national level. Since 1986, UP leadership and activists ranks
have been decimated. Over 1,000 UP members have been assassinated. Rightist paramilitary groups,
often in cooperation with drug traffickers, have been blamed for the UP annihilation campaign.
Colombian voters also had the opportunity to approve or reject convoking a constitutional assembly
to amend the country's 140-year-old constitution. The new president would decide which political
parties and other groups should appoint the assembly, which would act independently of the
nation's standing, elected Congress. Proposed changes would strengthen the judicial system,
emphasize land reform and increase checks and balances in the government. Colombia's executive
currently has broad powers that easily allow avoiding the Congress and the Supreme Court.
Registered voters number almost 13.9 million. Voting in Colombia is not mandatory. The winner
need not receive over 50% of all ballots, but only a majority.
The new president's four-year term begins Aug. 7. Colombia's constitution prohibits a president
from serving two consecutive terms. Campaign platforms focused almost exclusively on strategies
to bring peace to Colombia. Gaviria was described as the most "hard-line" candidate on dealing
with drug traffickers. He was the only one to support extradition among the top four candidates,
and advocated continuing President Barco's crackdown on the so-called drug barons. The other top
candidates supported some type of accommodation with the traffickers.
The publication of opinion polls is banned in Colombia during the month leading up to a
presidential election. Virtually all polls circulating informally immediately prior to the election
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put Gaviria in the lead with 45% to 50% of the vote. Summarized below are events and statements
during the week prior to the election, and election results as of May 28. May 21: Police reported
that Liberal Party senator, Federico Estrada Velez, was assassinated in Medellin by two men on
a motorcycle. The politician and his driver were shot to death at a traffic light. Estrada Velez was
Gaviria's campaign supervisor in Medellin.
Guards protecting President Barco's family defused a bomb set to explode at the door of a Swiss
secondary school where almost 600 girls including two of the president's granddaughters study.
May 22: Riding double on motorcycles was declared illegal in Medellin in an effort to stop driveby killings. President Barco canceled a trip to Peru where he was to have attended a regional
presidential summit.
May 23: Interior Minister Horacio Serpa told reporters that drug traffickers and the ultra-right
were cooperating in efforts to destabilize the country. He called on citizens to go to the polls on
Sunday. Car bomb explosions, including five in the past 10 days in Bogota, Cali and Cartagena,
were attributed to drug traffickers by public security sources. National Police chief Gen. Miguel
Gomez said 150,000 soldiers and 80,000 police will be deployed on election day at voting booths and
strategic locations on streets and highways throughout the country. In statements to reporters, M-19
presidential candidate Navarro Wolff said the April 26 assassination of Carlos Pizarro was motivated
by political interests. The government has attributed the murder to drug traffickers.
Navarro Wolff said he continues to receive death threats. According to the candidate, "We have a lot
of information on the possible assassins..., but we do not wish to reveal specifics until we are sure."
The former guerrilla leader said that the high level of political violence prevailing in Colombia is
primarily the outcome of collusion between the ultra-right and drug traffickers. Navarro Wolff
said Barco's government has not followed a consistent anti-drug policy. After criticizing US antidrug policies, he said that all attempts to "win the drug war" have produced only a higher level of
violence.
In a press statement, Gaviria said the US must work harder to stop the drug trade, and more
vigorously prosecute drug suspects. He complained that Colombians are dying in the drug war
while other nations take only limited action. Gaviria called for more economic aid to Colombia:
"The Colombian public does not understand why we should assume the costs of the battle against
drug trafficking and simultaneously put up with discrimination against our export products." The
candidate asserted that Colombian exports such as coffee and flowers should receive preferential
treatment. Gaviria said, "For us, it is discouraging that Washington Mayor Marion Barry, caught
using drugs, continues to be free and seeking re-election."
Army spokesperson Col. Eduardo Arevalo told AP in a telephone interview that guerrillas were
escalating attacks in advance of the elections. Arevalo said the National Liberation Army (ELN)
on May 22 kidnapped two mayors, two mayors-elect, and three city council members in Antioquia
department. In addition, said the general, rebels attacked a military checkpoint in northern
Colombia Tuesday night, killing at least two soldiers.
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On Wednesday, the ELN bombed the country's main oil pipeline near Samore, according to the
state-run oil company, Ecopetrol. The announcement said delivery of 230,000 barrels of crude
oil per daily will be temporarily interrupted. Citing military sources, Bogota daily newspaper
El Tiempo reported that the ELN and the Colombian Revolutionary Armed Forces (FARC) are
planning to sabotage the presidential elections. Spokespersons for Gaviria's campaign reported
that unidentified armed men had damaged or destroyed 130 of 200 campaign posters in the city of
Medellin.
May 24: Police reported that a powerful car bomb blew up at a police post in Medellin outside the
luxurious Intercontinental Hotel, killing five people and wounding 22. [On the following day, the
death toll had increased to seven.]
May 25: AFP reported that a spate of bombings and shootings killed 29 people in the past 24 hours
in Medellin. Mayor Juan Gomez imposed a night curfew and banned the sale of alcoholic beverages
until May 29. The New York Times (05/26/90) quoted Gomez as saying Colombia was losing the
drug war. Referring to consumer nations where the drug is illegal, he said, "Legalization is the only
mechanism in the world that will resolve the Colombian problem." Lloreda, a former ambassador to
the US, said: "Why are we waging this war? Is it to free us from a plague, or is it to boost a domestic
policy of the United States?" Navarro Wolff said, "We are fighting a war that is not ours."
According to Gaviria, "No criminal in the world has to confront criminal organizations with billions
of dollars at their disposal...International commitment has not gone beyond rhetoric. We are fighting
alone." In an interview on Friday with the New York Times (05/27/90), President Barco said the
cocaine traffickers' current goal "is to destroy our democratic system." Barco plans to meet with
President Bush in Washington on June 5 to request that the US extend assistance by removing
barriers and improving prices for coffee, bananas and flowers. The president said, "We are still
concerned that economic measures designed to assist this region have been slow in coming. In fact,
in trade and financial matters related to the drug war, there have been more words than results."
Colombian businesspersons were informed during the week that they may be obligated to purchase
"war bonds" to help finance the drug war, which currently engages 60% of the Colombian army
and 85% of its police forces. According to Barco, the drug war has cost Colombia at least $1 billion
per year, "a figure that is increasing some 20 percent every year." Barco will also seek additional US
cooperation on blocking black market weapons sales and mercenary assistance to drug traffickers. In
the past two months, no Colombians have been extradited to the US. At present, about 15 suspects
are awaiting extradition.
The president said contacts between members of his government and representatives of the cocaine
traffickers in January were limited to winning the release of kidnapping victims. He said the reduced
level of violence that followed these meetings was "an international public relations ploy" to
win good will during the meeting between Bush and leaders of Andean countries in February. A
nighttime curfew was imposed in Medellin, after a series of bomb attacks and killings there took the
lives of 37 people since Wednesday, May 23. All public schools and most private schools were closed
in Bogota for fear of bombings. On Friday evening, Colombian television showed pictures of 2,300
pounds of dynamite seized in Bogota earlier in the day. A police official said the dynamite was to be
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used for car bombs. Late Friday night, a car bomb blast in a Bogota neighborhood seriously injured
four people and heavily damaged dozens of homes.
May 26: National Police chief Gomez said that in the past month security forces had seized 14 tons of
explosives transported in small quantities by conducting roadblocks. At the nation's airports, hand
searches of all luggage has become standard procedure. AFP reported that according to statistics
compiled by the government and human rights groups, 1,164 civilians have been killed in political
assassinations since the start of the year, while 618 police, farm workers and rebels have died in gun
battles. Notimex reported that adding homicides of the "common crime" genre brings the murder
toll since Jan. 1 to 4,500.
At a news conference, Gomez told reporters that cocaine should be legalized in the US and other
countries to reduce drug trade profits: "The legalization of cocaine in the world would resolve
the problem in Colombia." AP reported three separate massacres, two bomb attacks, and three
assassinations of police officers in Medellin since Thursday afternoon. A police spokesperson
told AP that five bodies, with hands and feet bound, were found Friday on a highway in southeast
Medellin. A 44-pound bomb exploded Saturday morning at an office building in a wealthy Medellin
neighborhood, causing injuries to three people. Nearby apartments and stores were damaged. The
spokesperson said unidentified assailants attacked a Medellin office Thursday night, shooting dead
three men and two women. In a separate attack on the same evening, four people were killed.
May 27: RCN and Caracol radio networks quoted government and army officials as saying that
the vote was suspended in four villages due to guerrilla incursions. The reports said rebels also
ambushed police patrols near three other villages. Notimex reported that one of the ambushes took
place in Socota municipality, Boyaca department. Several policemen and soldiers were apparently
abducted by the rebels, and at least one policeman killed. According to military intelligence sources
(DAS), a FARC column conducted the ambush. Voting was suspended in Puerto Raudal, northern
Antioquia department, due to an incursion by ELN rebels. The rebels reportedly kidnapped the
regional registrar who was carrying election documents.
As the polls opened in Bogota, Mayor Andres Pastrana declared one minute of silence for the three
assassinated presidential candidates. In addition to the three presidential candidates, 262 policemen,
93 soldiers, three judges, 15 news media employees and about 1,700 other people have been slain in
the past nine months. Bombs have exploded at schools, churches and shopping centers. According
to AP, in the two weeks leading up to Sunday's balloting, nine bombs exploded in four Colombian
cities, killing 37 people and wounding more than 320. The New York Times (05/27/90) reported 10
car bombs in three Colombian cities, killing 40 people and injuring about 320.
Gomez conceded defeat to Gaviria at about 8:00 p.m. local time, less than three hours after the polls
closed. He said, "The very high vote obtained has converted the National Salvation Movement
into the second political force in the nation." Minutes earlier, Navarro also conceded. At this hour,
official figures from the National Election Board gave Gaviria 610,602 votes, or 47.7%, with 20.7%
of the 14,000 voting districts counted. At 43, Gaviria will become Colombia's youngest president to
date. With 41% of the 7,100 precincts reporting, Gaviria had won 47%, or 1,268,676 votes; Gomez,
26%, 708,032; Navarro Wolff, 11%, 309,307; and, Lloreda, 10%, 275,477. An exit poll conducted by
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Caracol radio network showed approval for a constitutional assembly. The network reported that
the measure was approved by a 91.5% to 8.5% margin.
May 28: Caracol radio network estimated that 45.5% of registered voters went to the polls, or about
6 million. With 85% of the 7,100 precincts reporting, Gaviria had captured 2,488,687 votes, or 47% of
the total; Gomez, 1,285,260 votes, 24%; Navarro, 674,829 votes, 13%; and, Lloreda, 636,209 votes, 12%.
(Basic data from AFP, 05/23/90, 05/25-27/90; Notimex, 05/26/90, 05/27/90; UPI, 05/27/90; AP, 05/22/90,
05/23/90, 05/26-28/90; New York Times, 05/26/90, 05/27/90)
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